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	This essay examines the relationship between Sir Robert Borden’s escalating manpower commitment to the Great war effort, the reality of Canada’s pre-war mobilization scheme, Hughes’s inadequate recruiting methods, and the evolution of compulsory service as the only remaining option to Allied victory.


The responsibility is a serious one, but I do not shrink from it. Therefore, it is my duty to announce to the House that early proposals will be made to provide compulsory military enlistment on a selective basis, such reinforcements as may be necessary to maintain the Canadian army in the field.
Robert Laird Borden, March 19th, 1917


Borden`s dramatic reversal, coming only days after his most recent trip to London, signalled a new direction in governmental war policy. Having renewed his pledge only a year earlier to avoid Conscription, he was finally forced to concede what many others had already suspected, “that the voluntary system will not yield substantial results.”
 Making no excuses for this sudden departure – his past denunciations of compulsory service were “absolutely true and literally true when they were made” – Borden had returned to Canada “impressed at once with the extreme gravity of the situation, and with a sense of responsibility for our further effort at the most critical period of the war.”


But to whom was Borden responsible and just how critical was Conscription to military planning? Like Laurier before him, Borden would have us believe that a commitment to imperial defence deserved a greater role in the decision-making process, that “those who are or who become responsible for the Empire’s defence, must, in the very nature of things, have some voice in the policy which shapes the issues of peace and war.”
 Compulsory service, argue historians Jack Granatstein and Desmond Morton, was the very key by which Borden could secure a seat in the Imperial War Cabinet.
 What is sometimes forgotten is this debate, however, is that war planning itself was fatally flawed. No one expected the war to last four years and to cost Canada 66,655 dead. Yet, if anyone had bothered to heed the advice of Sir Willoughby Gwatkin, Chief of General Staff and apolitical advisor to Militia Minister Sir. Sam Hughes, they might have realized that it was simply wrong “to go on adding to the number of regiments, batteries and battalions at the front.”
 While the Conscription Crisis may have been fuelled by political considerations, its origins were borne of strategic miscalculation: Borden, in his haste to promote national interests, had extended the Canadian commitment well beyond his government’s ability to maintain it.

The Militia Act of 1868 perpetuated Canada’s pre-Confederation military structure, which favoured the formation of local regimental units in defence of national sovereignty. Comprising nine districts, of which two were entirely French-speaking, all Canadian men between the ages of 18 and 60 were liable to serve;
 in actuality, however, the Active Militia never exceeded 40,000 soldiers, of which only half might have received their allocation of twelve days annual training.
 Exceedingly urban and English, militia units were instruments of social and political patronage. Those that did not fit into this model were conveniently ignored: few French-speaking patrons, for instance, had the means to maintain a militia battalion;
 as well, rural units were often decried as “elementary” and ineffective owing to their high attrition.
 Considered a feeble force overall, it did not help matters that, until the appointment of Sir Frederick Borden to the post in 1896, the position of Militia Minister had been served by a succession of political incompetents.


Canada’s antiquated mobilization plan, invoked on separate occasions to deal with the Red River insurgency of 1870 and the Northwest Campaign of 1885, activated individual units on the order of the Minister in the event of domestic disturbance. Augmented by the few remaining British regulars at Halifax and Quebec City, this structure was not overly efficient and was bypassed entirely by Laurier during the Boer War in favour of an all-voluntary system outside the confines of the Militia Act. While it did not necessarily answer the question of whether Canadian forces could be legally deployed outside of Canada’s territorial limits – Macdonald and Laurier were in sharp disagreement over the issue – it allowed government to side-step the issue of how to appease English-Protestant interests without provoking French-Canadian sensibilities.
 This improvised mobilization plan also set a dangerous precedent for future involvement in foreign conflicts, even though Laurier himself saw no danger in what Bourassa called “a question of deciding whether the Canadian people will be called on to take part in all Imperial wars without the doors of the Imperial Cabinet and parliament being opened to them.”


The elevation of Gwatkin and Hughes to Canada’s two most senior military posts presented Borden with very different visions for Canada’s military. Promoted in 1913 from his position as General Staff Officer for Mobilization, Gwatkin was a protégé of General Sir Percy Lake and understood all too well the limitations of his position; acting as an advisor only, the rights and responsibilities of his minister to direct military policy were considered absolute under the precept of responsible government.
 Drawn to Canada specifically for his military planning skills, his Memorandum C.1209 completely updated Canada’s mobilization scheme by expanding militia strength in the west, and proposing no greater than one infantry division and a mounted brigade to serve outside Canada in the event of war.
 This was a decidedly decentralized approach in which local commanders would be called upon to recruit men, and to provide both mounts and equipment.

If Gwatkin was the model of efficiency and meticulous detail, Hughes was his exact opposite. Appointed by Borden in 1911 on the basis of party loyalty, Hughes was an outspoken politician who brought unbridled enthusiasm but limited administrative skills to his role as Canada’s Minister of Militia.
 A staunch Conservative, Militia Colonel, and veteran of the South African campaign, Hughes’s advice to government was generally what Hughes himself wanted to promote – the preservation and perpetuation of a strong militia under Canadian and, preferably, his own command.
 Not surprisingly, this brought him into frequent conflict with both his own government, which had hitherto placed little importance on military training, and the British, who were generally ill-favoured towards the non-permanent militia.

Under the terms of Confederation, Britain’s declaration of war against Germany in August, 1914 automatically included the Dominion of Canada. The only question before cabinet was the scope of Canada’s contribution to be considered; having promulgated Memorandum C.1209 a full week before war was declared, Hughes reversed himself and quickly discarded Gwatkin’s limited mobilization plan in favour of a more robust one that called for an initial contingent of 30,000 volunteers by October of that year.


Hughes’s rejection of the official mobilization plan was founded upon several considerations: from a purely practical perspective, Gwatkin had not provided for large-scale logistical support, nor did the consolidation of forces in Petawawa allow for their rapid transfer overseas;
 from a political and constitutional perspective, Hughes acknowledged a risk in using the updated Militia Act of 1904 for other than civil defence;
 but most importantly, from a personal perspective, Hughes simply could not delegate authority, preferring his own archaic vision of war planning to martial experience and expertise.
 One of the immediate faults of Hughes’s scheme was that it bypassed District Headquarters and was transmitted directly to individual units. Consequently, it boasted neither the fair ration nor composition of Memorandum C.1209. Although the intense confusion that followed Hughes’s 226 telegrams could well have been avoided had Gwatkin’s plan been followed, as Nicholson so ably points out in his official history of the Great War, the outcome of the two plans would have been virtually identical.


With no perceived shortage of men willing to fight, the period between 1914 and 1916 has often been characterized as one of continuous enlistment rather than active recruitment.
 Enlistment, however, was far from homogenous. Canada’s contribution, for instance, contained a disproportionate number of British expatriates, including almost two-thirds foreign born officers and men within the first contingent alone.
 French-Canadians may have been underrepresented, but they were not the only group to be so identified; those who were married, employed, or had deep ancestral roots in Canada were all least likely to enlist.
 Even in Ontario, ideological and practical considerations forced certain religious groups, labour and farm workers to avoid military service. In the latter case, farmers considered it their national duty to increase food production for the war effort. It did not hurt, however, that wages and profits had increased correspondingly over the course of the war.


While there was certainly a demographic element to recruiting patterns, many of the problems encountered within Quebec were founded upon cultural insensitivity – both within Canada’s post-Confederation political and military structure, and within Hughes himself. Although considered equal partners in Confederation, there had been signs since 1867 that the relationship between English and French Canadian militia units would be competitive rather than cooperative: French-language instruction was a rarity; drill and instruction manuals were generally provided in English only; furthermore, uniforms and military traditions adopted a distinctly British pattern.


Despite claiming to embrace French-Canadian culture, Hughes’s attitude was anything but conciliatory.
 Under his direction, military appointments were subject to political patronage and favoured individuals with strong Tory connections, usually those English nationalists most likely to stand up to British incompetence and those Imperialists most likely to support his recruitment scheme. Although over 1200 French-Canadians had been raised within Quebec for the first contingent, Hughes refused to give them their own Battalion and found no meaningful role for Generals Lessard and Pelletier, Canada’s two most senior Francophone officers within the Permanent Force.
 Catering instead to potential American recruits and university students, Hughes simply did not understand that Quebec recruiting demanded a different approach.

While Hughes’s biographer Ronald Haycock rightly identifies recruitment as the domain of the Militia Minister, he misses the point when he states that Hughes “never appeared to understand fully the modern needs of such a force.”
 While that may be correct – Hughes’s myopia did not permit him to comprehend, no less address, needs outside of his portfolio – it was Borden’s responsibility alone to establish and maintain an effective military establishment; Hughes merely failed to provide realistic advice as to the effects of unbridled recruitment on industry, agriculture and combat efficiency.


With a full two Divisions in the field and Hughes’s promise that he could raise twenty if required, Borden was all too willing to accommodate a further British request for troops in June, 1915.
 Expanded to 150,000 men in July, then 250,000 by October, Canada’s growing overseas commitment may have roused the suspicions of Gwatkin, but went unchallenged within Cabinet.
 Asserting “Canada’s unflinchable resolve to crown the justice of our cause with victory,” Borden’s unexpected doubling of Canada’s war effort to 500,000 men during his New Year’s address of 1916 finally exposed the scale of Canada’s commitment to public scrutiny and concern:
 many new units complained that they could not reach their effective strength, and frequently poached each other’s recruits; civilian recruiting leagues, long a supporter of Hughes’s recruiting efforts, argued for greater accountability;
 in hindsight, even Borden himself was forced to admit that his plans were overly ambitious, that “it is much easier to propose the organization, arming and equipment of a force of 250,000 men than to accomplish it.”
 In consequence of his escalating obligations, recruiting standards for height and girth were systematically lowered in 1915, then again in 1917.
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Sources: Nicholson, Canadian Expeditionary Force, Appendix C; Library and Archives Canada, RG 24, Vol. 1883A, AHS-27

Of Borden, Hughes, and Gwatkin, only the latter fully appreciated the relationship between military establishment and recruiting: although Canada was able to maintain a relative strength of 300,000 men through much of 1916, Gwatkin cautioned Borden that “Reserves must be maintained. You cannot put every available man into the firing line at once. Casualties must be replaced. It takes 3,000 to place 1,000 infantrymen in the field and to maintain them there in numbers and efficiency for a year.”
 Increasing wastage and a steady decline in recruitment from a high of 34,913 in March to a year-end low of 5,200 made it difficult to mask the looming crisis – that it would have required upwards of 10,000 to 25,000 new volunteers per month to sustain a field force of half a million men.
 This was simply not feasible given Canada’s limited population and growing wartime productivity.
 Nor was it lost on most Canadians that recruits were needed just when they were most likely to be killed.

Truth be told, few understood the delicate balance between the competing demands of industry and war for the limited resources of the nation.
 Clearly, Hughes did not, and was unceremoniously replaced by Edward Kemp in November, 1916.
 Borden was another. In the parliamentary debates following his most recent establishment increase, the Prime Minister remarked that, “in proceeding with our effort to increase our force in Canada we must have regard to the agricultural and industrial interests of this country.”
 But did he truly understand the Pandora’s Box he had opened? Throughout the remainder of 1916, and with few tangible results to show from his latest commitment, Borden sought out measures “to coordinate industrial activities and so to use our manpower that more recruits might be available for active service overseas.”
 This included the appointment of a new Director General of Recruiting, the formation of a National Service Board under future Prime Minister R.B. Bennett to determine the extent of Canada’s resources available for the war effort, and the raising of a domestic Canadian Defence Force to release the 50,000 soldiers still stationed in Canada to overseas service.
 All were failures: from an average of almost 15,000 a month in 1916, recruitment dropped to a little more than 5,000 a month in 1917;
 the C.D.F., announced with much fanfare in April, 1917, attracted only 200 volunteers;
 and of the one and a half million registration cards voluntarily submitted to the National Service Board, less than 300,000 men were considered fit for service prompting Bennett to conclude that Conscription was the only solution to the “large number of young men in the cities of Canada who have steadily refused to enlist and who are to no considerable extent reaping advantages consequent upon the absence of those who have enlisted.”


Even if Kemp was not entirely convinced that Conscription was in the best interests of Canada’s wartime situation, Gwatkin was well aware of the implications of Borden’s manpower commitments and was one of the first military commanders to recognize the necessity of compulsory service.
 At a meeting of senior commanders of the Toronto Militia District in January, 1917, Gwatkin agreed with their call for the rigid enforcement of the Militia Act, particularly paragraph 11 which allowed for a Levée en Masse or mass mobilization when absolutely required.
 As he would later suggest, “Some form of compulsion is the only remedy; and it should be applied forthwith.”


Having come to a similar conclusion upon his return from London in May, Borden rejected the military option proposed by Gwatkin. Although compulsory service under the umbrella of the Militia Act of 1904 would have required only an Order-in-Council to enforce, the random ballot system under which it was administered was not as demographically selective as Borden would have preferred.
 The Military Service Act, however, allowed government “not to change or enlarge the compulsory principle, but merely to provide that selection shall not be made by ballot, that is, by blind chance.”
 Class I registrants, for instance, would be limited to only those single men between the ages of 20 and 45.
 More importantly, the Military Service Act compelled service for the duration of the war, whereas non-voluntary call-ups under the Militia Act were limited to only one year – eighteen months by a further order of cabinet.


From its passing in August, 1917, it took almost eight months to implement Conscription. These delays, caused in large part by the volume of exemptions requested and granted, lent credence to those historians who see this as evidence of political manoeuvring.
 It must be remembered, however, that the majority of these exemptions were cancelled by Borden not necessarily for political reasons but owing to their perceived necessity at the front. By his own calculations, Gwatkin estimated that 20-30,000 soldiers would have been needed by mid-summer just to make up for the wastage of the spring 1917 offensive.
 Parliamentarians put that number closer to 70,000, plus an additional 14,000 if they were to field the Fifth Division, which seemed to be mired in England for wont of a full compliment.
 Only conscription could yield those kinds of results.

Although vaguely aware of what the creation and maintenance of an army would mean to Canadian economic and cultural interests, the transformation from Gwatkin’s plan for limited force mobilization to Borden’s grandiose scheme for Imperial commitment during the Great War represented a serious miscalculation of manpower appropriation and perhaps even the politicization of a largely military process. That is not to say that Gwatkin’s plan was flawless, but at least it presented a semblance of regional balance and national proportion. It was inevitable that, given Borden’s misplaced confidence that Hughes was right and the Canadian cause was just, Conscription was the only solution that might have allowed the Canadian government to reach its overall goal of half a million men.

Of the 401,882 Class I registrants under the Military Service Act, 96,379 or 24% were recorded as being on strength by November 11, 1918, which was just short of the 100,000 men sought under the Act.
 That only one quarter of that number actually saw service in France is quite irrelevant. Mobilization by Conscription was undoubtedly a last resort, and part of a Canadian war scheme that was looking well into 1919 and beyond. One must imagine that, having taken the politically risky step of introducing compulsory service, Borden was now fully committed to the war effort and would have been equally compelled to call up Classes II, III, and IV as required.
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� Nicholson, Canadian Expeditionary, Annex E, “Results of the Military Service Act,” 551. Nicholson credits these statistics to the Department of Justice; Statutes of Canada, 7-8 George V Chapter 19, “An Act respecting Military Service”, August 29, 1917, paragraph 13 (4).
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